Lioness gives voice to some of these women, the country's first generation of female combat veterans, as they struggle to reconcile their experience of war in Iraq with their lives at home. While the ancient Greeks could not have conceived of women experiencing battle in the way the mem bers of Tearn Lioness did, Helen's and Penelope's marginalized roles in the Odyssey open a window into the contemporary experience of women soldiers and veterans and provide ways of understanding the challenges of the trauma of war and female homecoming in the twenty-first century.
A central theme of the Homeric Odyssey is the connection between memory and identity. In the aftermath of the ten-year Trojan War, all the Greek heroes struggle to find their way back home, but Odysseus famously undergoes the most difficult-and the longest-of the home comings, taking ten years to return to his family on the island of Ithaca.
Odysseus' journey culminates in his reunion with his wife, Penelope, who tests his identity by appealing to their common memories of their marriage bed, a physical object that symbolizes the stability of their rela tionship. While Penelope stays home and does not experience war first hand, she is presented as undergoing some of the same challenges at home as Odysseus experiences abroad, and through her husband's absence and return, Penelope in fact experiences her own 110stos, culminating in the restoration of her home and marriage.
A striking Homeric image links the modern warriors in Ramadi an d Penelope at home: and as much as a lion caught in a crowd of men turns about in fear, when they have made a treacherous circle about him, so she was pondering, when the painless sleep came upon her and all her joints were relaxed so that she slept there reclining. 2 Lion similes in Homeric poetry typically depict warriors in combat sit uations, and so the connection between Penelope and a trapped preda tor at first seems tenuous. The fearful beast of the simile is ostensibly in great danger, but the animal's plight is left unresolved as Penelope falls asleep. The lion simile at the end of Book 4 is the second lion simile in that book, and in the poem, following upon the first extended simile in the Odyssey, a few hundred lines earlier, where Menelaus imagines Odysseus' eventu; 1 l return home as a lion attacking a doe and the fawns she has brought to the lion's lair (4.332-340 = 17.124-131) . When the narrator compares Penelope to a lion later in Book 4, the audience 1 nust recall Menelaus' description and thus the leonine Odysseus and Penelope are placed in a dialogue with each other. 3 Odysseus is in addition compared to a lion in five other similes, culminating in the simile of Book 22, which describes his nurse, Eurycleia, finding him covered in blood, standing among the suitors like a lion, "a terrible thing to look in the face," a simile that is then repeated by Eurycleia when she in turn describes the same scene to Penelope at the begin ning of Book 23.4
It is significant that Penelope is compared to a lion in a poem that is fr amed by two similes describing Odysseus' vengeance as that of a lion.
Lionesses, real or imagined, are also predators, who, when they become surrounded by hunters, kill to save themselves and their young. When flomeric lions face a human opponent, moreover, they almost always pre vail. Penelope may resemble a lion, but never finds herself in a position where she has to do the fighting. While Penelope does not experience combat, through the lion simile she is associated with Odysseus' brutal slau ghter of the suitors and by extension with the many lliadic lion similes depic ting men in combat. The lion simile thus gives us an ancient Lioness, a w oman thrust into the "treacherous circle" of battle.
The lion simile has another important counterpart in the Iliad, where Achilles, strikingly, mourns Patroclus like a lion who has lost its cubs (18.316-322) , an image that we also find in the earlier Epic ef Gilgamesh, where the hero mourns the death of his fr iend Enkidu, "like a lioness whose cubs are in a pitfall. While the Homeric lions are grammatically male, they seem to share the maternal inclinations of the mother lioness in the Epic ef Gilgamesli.
In all these examples, lions (and lioness) are always depicted in the act of attempting to protect, or lamenting, their own blood relatives, most espe cially their own children.7
Homeric lions often appear on the battlefield via similes, but strik ingly, as we have just seen, they often figure as maternal animals trying to protect their offspring or mourning their loss. Homeric warriors are thus imagined as mothers to one another.8 The lion is also a symbol of vengeance and of the predator's proverbial superiority over its human and animal rivals. The implications of the lliadic simile comparing mourning Achilles to a lion are clear: nothing is more dangerous than a mourning lion keen on revenge.
At the moment she is compared to a lion in Odyssey 4, Penelope is also in a state of mourning for her presumably lost husband and absent son. Lion similes thus evoke both war and its consequences by suggest ing a kind of rnourning that gives rise to wrath and desire for revenge.
Penelope the lioness does not experience battle, yet Homer's comparison strikingly suggests just this possibility, in an image that is all the mo re surprising given the attitudes of ancient Greeks toward fighting wo men. (As an aside, the Greeks did not seem to be aware that among real lions, it is in fact the lioness who does the hunting, while the males are, as it were ' the homebodies.)
While women do not experience battle firsth:md in Homeric epic, war affects them in many ways, including their social position. Defined by their marital status in everyday life, women become prizes during con flict, and wives risk becoming slaves. Helen, a stolen wife, is the cause of the Trojan War and is central to the conflict, even as she stands by as an observer. She finds herself briefly on the losing side when the Greeks sack Troy, but is ultimately reunited with her husband Menelaus, instea d of enslaved by the Greek victors, which is the fate of the Trojan wo men. For Penelope, war and her husband's long absence have also put her in a deeply ambiguous situation: she is neither wife nor widow, thus attractive as a potential bride yet unable-and certainly unwilling-to remarry. The end of the Troja n War restores both Helen's and Penelope's identities as married women, but both figures remain ambiguous because of their potential for independence. While modern attitudes toward women in war are fundamentally dif f erent, the Homeric image of Penelope the lion and the struggles of the Honieric heroines can be connected to those faced by the women of Team Lioness, the first generation of US women sent into direct ground combat in Iraq (Figure 3 .1).
Because it is unacceptable in Iraqi culture for male soldiers to interact with women, in late 2003 US Army commanders started to attach teams of female support soldiers to battalions of Marines to interview and search Iraqi women during search missions. Lio11ess, directed by Meg McLagan and Daria Sommers, tells the story of five female soldiers: Shannon Morgan, Rebecca Nava, Kate Guttormsen, Ranie Ruthig, and Anastasia Breslow.9 Through the women's own words (in conversations and excerpts from their diaries), archival footage, and newsreel, the filmmakers explore the women's homecoming and include flashbacks to combat the women faced in Rama di in the spring of 2004.
In this documentary, Colonel William Brinkley is credited with estab lishing and naming the first Lioness Team (Figure 3 .2). While the name "Shield Maidens," which evokes Scandinavian myth, was apparently con sidered, Brinkley settled on the animal moniker. Whether he was thinking of predatory or literary connotations is not known, but the comparison of women to lions-whether ancient or modern-is evocative of victory, vengeance, and mourning after battle.
While the film is a straightforward documentary, it threads images of prey and predator throughout its narrative. The first image is a shot of a fawn looking directly into the camera, before turning and running away in fear. On one level, the fawn sets the scene in the country side of Mena, Arkansas, where the first section of the filrn, focusing on Shannon Morgan, takes place. But does the fawn stand in for the Lioness or for her prey? Shannon at home is a hunter, but also someone who remembe rs being hunted.
In spite of the legal prohibition against women on the battlefield in effect at the time, the members of Team Lioness often found themselve s in combat situations when they accompanied male soldiers during raids to find hidden weapons in the houses of suspected insurgents. Captain Manning, director of the Women in the Military Project based at the Women's Research and Education Institute, observes in the film that the Lionesses were forced to violate the policy in place at the time in order to do the jobs assigned to them. The Lionesses had no official status, and their actions were not documented, since the US Army could not acknowledge the presence of women in combat situations. The role played by the Lionesses in Iraq and Afghanistan and the difficulties they encoun tered on their return must have played an important role in Defense Secretary Leon Panetta's decision (at the unanimous recommendation of the Joint Chiefs of Staff) to overturn the ban on women in battle in the US military, a welcome corrective to the earlier practice, which resulted in a lack of recognition of the women's actions and unfair discrimination, especially for returning female veterans i11 need of treatment for physical or psychological injuries experienced during combat.i o Ordering untrained female soldiers into situations that could involve battle came with its own set of dreadful dilemmas: Army support sol diers are, by definition, not trained for combat, making hazardous situa tions even more dangerous; moreover, the Lioness team was composed of female Army soldiers who were sent to the battlefield with Marines, who function according to different rules and often speak what amounts to a different language.
Specialist Shannon Morgan, a mechanic, describes the shock of her first experience of accompanying a firing team of Marines during raids against insurgents. Because Sh:mnon has the skills to fire a squad auto matic weapon (SAW), the Marines wanted her to cover their rear. As they made their way through the city, the firing team came under attack, and ("to complete," "to bring to an end"), to describe Penelope's weaving and
Odysseus' completion of the war, thereby suggesting that Penelope is both essential to, and participates in, her husband's successful hornecorning.12
In both the Iliad and the Odyssey, both Helen and Penelope are portrayed as master weavers whose weaving encapsulates the different ways in which they react to the war and its aftermath.
In the Iliad, Helen weaves what she sees: The 11ostoi of the Achaians are bitter for them to experience, but also bitter for others to remember, and to Penelope, they bring "unforgettable sorrow" (1.342) . Telling the suitors that she will remarry only when she has completed the burial shroud for her (still living) father-in-law, Penelope uses weaving-and unweaving-to deal with the conse quences of the Trojan War in Ithaca. Unlike Helen, Penelope shows no interest in recording the events that surround her, and has no wish to memorialize her suitors' sordid feasts, but her weaving, like Helen's, is also a way to tell her story and shape her future memories. By unweav ing at night what she wove in the daytime, she is able to postpone giv ing an answer to the suitors who want to marry her and thereby gain a measure of control over her own fate. Penelope's weaving is a symbol of her cunning, but also her way of controlling the narrative of her life.13
Helen's and Penelope's weaving thus stresses two important problems for women who face war and its consequences: how to tell a story for which there is no audience; and how to control and tell the story that
has not yet been written.
For the members of Team Lioness, the ambiguity of their mission-to
give support in combat situations that they, strictly speaking, are not expected to be in-marks both their experience in war and their home coming. th e m embers of Team Lioness faced further hardships when they returned borne to a society that did not recognize what they experienced. The film
gives the Lionesses a voice, but there was no official mechanism to help these women gain access to profession<ll recognition for their actions or to the treatment they might need. This of course h<ls m<lny harmful conse quences for both their professional <lnd personal lives.
In Homeric epic, warriors are compensated for their sufferings in w<l1· by becoming immortalized in poetry. Women suf f er in, and as a con Trying to communicate what she has been through to her parents, Shannon finds it difficult to find words (Figure 3.3) : "I didn't really know what to say." She finds some solace with her uncle, a veteran fro m t he Vietnam War, as they sit together, "not saying a word," yet understand ing one another because of their common experience in war. The Lione sse s
find it not only difficult to recount their experiences after they return but also at the time because they did not wish to be a source of worry fo; Aeneas is enraged at the sight of the hated woman whom he describes as the "Erinys," the vengeful curse bringing destruction both her own country and his own (2.573) .
While the Odyssey does not describe the scene in the house of Deiphobus in any detail, the word Demodocus uses to describe the fighting is ai110-tato11, "the grimmest" or "the most dreadful," a word that connotes a transgression of some kind. Odysseus uses the same word to warn his companions of the "most dreadful evil" (ai11otato11 kako11) that awaits them on the island of I Ielios, where his companions will find death after they consume the forbidden cattle of the sun god (12.271-276 ). Yet the Odyssey remains silent on the events that take place at the house of Deiphobus, during the battle to recover Helen, which is in some sense at the center of the narrative of the Trojan War. And Helen at Sparta is depicted as a potential traitor whose past actions are so painful that they can only be reme111bered by her and her husband when they are drugged. She spoke, and still more roused in him the passion for weeping.
He wept as he held his lovely wife, whose thoughts were virtuous.
And as when the land appears welcome to men who are swimming, after Poseidon has smashed their strong-built ship on the open water, pounding it with the weight of wind and the heavy seas, and only a few escape the gray water landward by swimming, with a thick scurf of salt coated upon them, and gladly they set foot on the shore, escaping the evil, so welcome was her husband to her as she looked upon him, and she could not let him go from the embrace of her white arms.
In the end, the Odyssey does grant Penelope her share of heroism. This powerful double simile, which suggests that men's and women's expe riences can be reconciled, also stresses the ways in which 11ostos always remains an incomplete tapestry woven and unwoven by both those who leave and those who remain. Shuttling back and forth between modern and ancient experience, we weave new narratives of war and homecoming that include those who have been marginalized by ancient poets and those who are neglected by contemporary institutions. While Homeric epic gives the "female race" a circumscribed role, it also gives us a lioness heroine who is remembered as undergoing a heroic uostos of her own, and, in so doing, provides us with a model for contemporary and future homecomings.
